This paper revisits Neil Wrigley's influential research that explored the corporate restructuring of the US food retail sector, which was characterised by a focus on the spatial implications of merger activity, market concentration and competition regulation. It assesses the importance of this scholarship in a contemporary context, tracking these competitive and regulatory trends from a decade ago to the present. This is of particular interest given the continued concentration of market power and related competitive shake-out; the innovative experimentation with new store formats; anti-trust rulings concerning market definition by the Federal Trade Commission (FTC); and the challenges faced by European entrants to the market.
INTRODUCTION
Soon after Neil Wrigley's argument for a 'new' retail geography in the mid-1990s (Wrigley and Lowe, 1996) , his work increasingly focused on the conceptualisation of corporate retail structures to partly explain the emerging spatial expression and configuration of store networks. While exhibiting a long standing research interest in UK food retailing (Wrigley, 1991) , originating from an extensive background in store network planning and quantitative modelling (e.g. Dunn et al., 1983; Wrigley, 1988; Wrigley and Dunn, 1984) , in the mid-1990s he was given the opportunity by the Leverhulme Trust to conduct research into what he predicted to be the forthcoming consolidation wave within US food retailing. My argument is that this series of publications spanning the late 1990s and early 2000s
represented an important phase in Wrigley's career and within economic geography more widely.
First, the research obviously represents a discrete multi-disciplinary explanatory contribution related to the landscape of US food retailing. Furthermore, in a research environment where scholarship is increasingly judged in terms of its 'impact' (Gray et al., 2009; Johnson, 2008) , the research stream achieved traction across a range of disciplines including economic geography (Wrigley, 1999a; 1999b) ; retail management (Wrigley, 1998b; ; agricultural economics (Wrigley, 2001a) and marketing (Wrigley, 2000a) .
Second, and more significant for the discipline from an historic perspective, the project explores a number of themes that were at that time under-developed within economic geography -including the role that the regulatory state may have in channelling corporate strategy and subsequent spatial outcomes; how a firm's capital structure can influence merger and acquisition activity and patterns of regional and national business ownership; and finally, a number of outputs (Wrigley, 1997b; 1997c; 1997d; 1997e; 2000a , 2000b started to address the challenges associated with expanding a retail business beyond its home market. Such a theme of retail internationalisation has subsequently become a major research topic across the social sciences (see Journal of Economic Geography 2007 special issue on Global Retailing, Volume 7, No. 4) and one that promotes wide ranging interdisciplinary debate (Coe, 2004; Coe and Wrigley, 2009 ). This paper is structured as follows: First, I discuss Wrigley's arguments relating to the emerging geography of US food retailing in the 1980s and 1990s that places its explanatory emphasis on a firm's capital structure, the role of national and state-level regulation, the scale-related power associated with retail capital concentration and the role of corporate strategy. Second, I reflect on the significance of Wrigley's thesis a decade on; analysing the developments within US food retail economic geography since 2002. Third, the paper briefly reviews the thematic contribution of the research and its implications for the development of economic geography more broadly.
GEOGRAPHIES OF US FOOD RETAIL RESTRUCTURING IN A 1990s POST-LBO LANDSCAPE
The mid-late 1990s saw the US food retail market in a period of remarkable change with a dramatic wave of consolidation sweeping through the industry, in turn transforming its corporate geography toward concentration levels more characteristic of European retail markets. In 1992, the top five food retailers accounted for 27% of food sales, yet by 2001 this had increased to 38% (see Table 1 ). The reasons for this significant change lay in a combination of factors including the evolving capital structure of the constituent firms, changing enforcement of competition and investment rules by the Federal Trade Commission (FTC) and the strategic investment regimes pursued by the retailers. Such conditions would alter a market structure that had been essentially regional and remarkably dispersed in ownership terms toward a concentration of capital which increasingly displayed similarities with the UK food retail market where the leading firms leveraged their scale and assumed a so-called 'channel captain' role in the supply chain (Hughes, 1999; Wrigley, 1997b) .
The role of capital structure restricting consolidation: The 1980s LBO wave
Wrigley's research therefore tracks the developments across the industry in order to explain both the consolidation wave and its previous long-standing unconcentrated, regional market structure. In part responding to a call within the discipline to better conceptualise the nature and implications of the arbitrage economy and framing regulation as a social practice (Clark, 1992a; 1992b) , Wrigley (1998b; 1999a; 1999b) identifies the period of financial re-engineering (leveraged acquisitions, buy-outs [LBOs] and recapitalisations) over the 1980s as a key factor that had held back industry consolidation that would otherwise have occurred -issues similarly debated within agricultural economics (Cotterill, 1991) . LBOs and leveraged recapitalisations were considered a method of overcoming the 'corporate control failure' common in large firms 1 . Financial leverage was therefore seen as encouraging an organisational change that would offer the potential for improved shareholder returns and operating efficiency. Specifically, debt was thought to open the management of large public companies to monitoring and discipline from capital markets, and to force them to make harsh decisions, eliminate excess capacity, and direct cash flow to the most productive uses (Wrigley, 1999b, p 185) .
Such financial re-engineering rested on the premise that many businesses sub-optimised their return for equity investors by over-conservative gearing. Hence, pressures created by the need to service high debt levels would concentrate management on cash flow to pay down the debt burden.
Financial economists, most notably Michael Jensen (1986; 1989a) , argued that traditional public companies channelled free cash flow in excess of that required to fund all positive net present value projects, causing conflicts of interest between managers and shareholders. In contrast, managers who acted in the interests of shareholders were viewed as returning this free cash flow to shareholders (Jensen, 1986) , whilst managers in non-leveraged public companies were characterised as pursuing strategies of growth rather than enhancing shareholder value (Jensen, 1989a) . Increased gearing was therefore seen as the way to eliminate this unproductive investment (Jensen, 1986; 1989a; 1989b) . The pro-leverage school believed that the benefits for shareholders in harnessing free cash flow would be substantial in the form of a more efficient, shareholder-focused firm that would benefit from greater tax incentives (Jensen, 1986) and that these benefits would surpass any costs associated with financial distress (Opler and Titman, 1993) .
The highly leveraged transactions were themselves realised through the relaxation of investment regulations that permitted the evolution of a new type of financial instrument − so-called 'junk'
1 In definitional terms, the leveraged buy-out occurs when third party investors and/or managers of a firm offer to pay a premium over the prevailing market price of the firm and finance the exchange of corporate control by taking on a significant amount of debt (Wrigley, 1999a) . Similarly, a leveraged recapitalisation occurs where a firm borrows in order to pay a large dividend to shareholders of at least 50 per cent of the former equity value of the firm (Chevalier, 1995) . Similar efficiency generating arguments, as those espoused in LBOs, operate in the case of leverage recapitalisations, but there are some important differences between the two in terms of ownership structure. As Wrigley (1999a; 1999b) points out, LBOs are characterised by larger increases in managerial ownership and commonly involve active third-party investment specialists (e.g. KKR) who gain control of the firm and often take the firm private for a time. It is during this period that the firm will be rationalised, where important changes are imposed on the corporate governance of the corporation.
bonds. These were high yield, non-investment-grade securities, pioneered by the investment bank, Drexel Burnham Lambert, reflecting more risk borne by shareholders than in a typical public company (Jensen, 1989a) . In effect, this capital market innovation had the effect of eliminating mere size as a takeover deterrent (Jensen, 1988 ) -as Wrigley (1999a suggests, 'the development of this market allowed non-investment-grade firms, previously shut out of the corporate bond market, access to capital (particularly vital fixed-rate funding) without the risks associated with costly and dilutive equity offerings' (p 291). Firms such as Kohlberg Kravis Roberts (KKR) formed, specialising as third party organisations to instigate the LBOs, which would capitalise on the increased value generated from the efficiency gains after a number of years of ownership (Baker and Smith, 1998) .
In common with economists of the period (Denis, 1994; , Wrigley (2001a) General (Wrigley, 1999b) . Between 1985 Between -1988 of the 50 largest firms in the sector -25% of the market in sales terms -reorganised via various forms of LBO or leveraged recapitalisation (Chevalier, 1995) . Debt to capitalisation ratios in a sample of 34 firms in the sector increased from 46% to 71%
between 1985 and 1989 (Wrigley, 1999a .
The spatial implications for the economic geography of the US food retail market due to these debt burdens were threefold. First, a geography of divestiture occurred as chains and stores deemed peripheral or expendable were sold to finance the debt burden. Second, linked with this issue, there was a spatial rationalisation of production and capacity. Third, the remaining retail chains and divisions were placed under greater pressure to operate efficiently. However, inherent within these trends, Wrigley (1999a) identifies slightly different strategic responses to the debt pressures which had their own distinct spatial implications -something also evident in economists' comparison of the two transactions (e.g. Denis, 1994) . While Safeway's immediate response was a concerted disposal of assets − $2.4 billion (1,000 stores) in the two years following its 1986 LBO; in contrast Kroger sold only $351million of assets over a similar period and appeared therefore not to be in a position to commit as much capital investment later in modernising its remaining store estate (Wrigley, 1999b) .
In general, the debt encumbered nature of the retailers and the subsequent divestiture of assets, led to a 'geography of avoidance' with 'a surprisingly low degree of intra-market competition between major firms' (Wrigley, 1999b, p. 197) . In essence, forcing retailers to pursue a 'core focus' strategy as discussed by Clark and Wrigley (1997) 
The 1990s deleveraging, consolidation and centralisation imperative
The capital constrained nature of the US food retail market following the financial re-engineering of the 1980s essentially prevented wide-ranging merger and acquisition activity and therefore preserved an operationally decentralised and typically regional market structure. However, the gradual deleveraging of the previously financially stressed operators through the 1990s partly provided conditions whereby capital expenditure could once again increase and ambitious centralisation/selfconsolidation initiatives could confront 'the diseconomies of scale that had dogged their fragmented divisional level operating structures of the 1980s' (Wrigley, 2001a, p 498 -see Figure 1 ). Such developments included centralised own label programmes; the co-ordination and updating of technologies; the consolidation of administrative support functions; the introduction of integrated logistics practices and the sharing of 'best practices' between divisions that were often historically operated largely independently. For example, the Dutch retailer, Ahold, that had previously pursued a "hands-off" management style -operating US divisions as little more than holding companiesfrom 1995 changed its strategy with an initiative labelled 'Project Compete' and commenced the back office operational integration of its US fascias (Wrigley, 1997a) . Such trends had parallels elsewhere within the US retail market, most notably in the US department store sector where there had been high profile Chapter 11 bankruptcy filings following failed leveraged restructurings, involving Macy's, Allied and Federated Department Stores, which led to a similar push toward centralised, consolidated and more efficient operations (Wood, 2001; . In addition, scale-related advantages and the centralisation of practices out of view of the customer were also met with increasingly larger retail formats, notably the 150,000 sq ft + supercenters. These formats were pioneered by Meijer in Michigan in 1962 and also Fred Meyer in the Pacific Northwest but expanded aggressively by Walmart. Such formats sell food that ensures regular customer footfall to the store along with a strong general merchandise offer that had previously been the focus of the conventional discount store.
The benefits associated with scale became increasingly apparent and as retailers' balance sheets recovered following the LBO period and merger and acquisition activity increased within the sector to remarkable levels. Such wide ranging changes are summarised by US regional geography in Table 2 .
Chief amongst them are two mergers in 1998 when Kroger, at the time the largest US grocery retailer, merged with Fred Meyer to form a multi-regional supermarket operator with 2,200 grocery stores across 31 states, while Albertsons, at the time the fourth largest food retailer, merged with American Stores resulting in the company operating 1,690 stores in 38 states. 116 2,500 *Total sales of American Stores (Lucky, Jewel/Osco, and Acme) was $19.9 billion in 1998. Sales by region exclude sales of 773 pharmacy/drugstores. **Sales include wholesale sales to 586 independent grocery retailers. Source: Kaufman (2000) The role of the FTC in influencing spatial outcomes: fix-it-first approaches and late 1990s regulatory tightening Wrigley's explanation for the structure of the US retail food market owes a great deal to the changing regulatory interpretation of the FTC and the implications that this subsequently had for the retail landscape. In particular, the predominantly laissez-faire philosophical approach of the Reagan administration of the 1980s is seen as a significant influence in the relaxation of anti-trust actionsespecially in terms of being far less likely to implement the provisions of Section 7 of the Clayton Act that would otherwise have restricted many of the horizontal and market extension acquisitions (Wrigley, 1992) . Interestingly, a gradually stricter interpretation emerged from the FTC toward the end of the Reagan Administration with greater sensitivity paid to anti-competitive issues. Of particular importance is the landmark challenge to the merger of American Stores with Lucky Stores Inc. in 1990 where the State Attorneys General of California's challenge was carried successfully to the Supreme Court and led to American divesting its entire 145 store Alpha Beta chain (Wrigley, 1997a) .
Not only therefore did the geography of merger and acquisition have to be considered in terms of retail strategy (namely the "practical workability" of the transaction such as potential store overlaps and consequent sales cannibalisation; implications for market position, logistical systems and synergistic potential) but also in terms of likely competition issues and FTC/state level response (the degree of horizontal market overlap and the implied divestment implications). Given the likely prohibitive regulatory action, Wrigley (1999a) traces the 'dance of courtship' as the range of potential partners for individual regional chains progressively reduced as the consolidation process advanced, along with the implied market value of such chains.
The implications of competition regulation therefore became a key consideration for retail firms and were increasingly factored into the proposed geography of merger and acquisition activity by the acquirer at an early stage via what became known as a "fix-it-first" approach. As Wrigley (2001b, p 191) explains, the FTC tacitly agreed 'not to oppose mergers and acquisitions where the acquiring firm committed itself in advance (under the spirit of the Celler-Kefauver Act) to divest itself of all clear horizontal market overlaps that might be deemed to be uncompetitive at the local level' (see also Wood, 2001) . However, state level Attorneys General often sought to impose greater levels of divestiture, with the American Stores merger providing a precedent that was subsequently replicated in numerous cases (Wrigley, 1997a) . These divestitures -whether part of "fix-it-first" concessions or subsequently enforced due to FTC/Attorneys General actions -on occasion provided unexpected market position to competitors. For example, the divestitures associated with Ahold's acquisition of Stop & Shop in New England provided a major boost to UK retailer, Sainsbury's Shaw's chain as it was able to acquire 13 stores (Wrigley, 1997a) .
Towards the end of the 1990s, the fix-it-first policy of effectively leaving it to retailers to resolve any competition issues relating to the geography of their consolidations became seriously questioned. In particular, there was concern that acquiring retailers tended to 'cherry-pick' divestitures, often sacrificing underperforming units and leaving their stores that enjoyed stronger market position effectively untouched by competition policy (Wrigley, 2001b) . A particular concern for more effective 'crown jewel divestitures' became widespread following pronouncements by the FTC (e.g. Baer, 1996) .
As the former FTC Chairman reflected, a tightened level of enforcement involved more significant divestiture and even divestiture outside of the regions of horizontal market overlap:
In cases where there was some uncertainty about the saleability of certain asset packages, the Commission began to demand "crown jewels" -larger asset packages to be sold by a trustee in cases where the smaller asset package attracted no acceptable purchasers. In other cases, the FTC insisted that the merging parties divest a package that included more assets than just those in the markets where competitive problems were found. In retail markets, the Commission demanded that the parties divest all of the stores of either the acquiring or the acquired company; "mix and match" settlements involving the divestiture of some assets from each of the merging parties were no longer accepted (Baer and Redcay, 2001, p 1705 ).
Indeed, a study of the effectiveness of historic divestitures by the FTC (1999) reinforced the view that stricter enforcement would retain strong competition in the marketplace. The report noted that although divestitures generally created viable competitors in the market of concern, divesting companies 'tend to look for marginally acceptable buyers and may engage in strategic conduct to impede the success of the buyer' who often lacks 'sufficient information to prevent mistakes in the course of their acquisitions' (FTC, 1999, p 8) . It also recommended the logical conclusion that divestiture of ongoing businesses was more likely to result in a viable operation than divestiture of a more narrowly defined package of assets. Wrigley (2001b) notes this stricter enforcement clearly feeding through to decision-making by late 1999 when the FTC required a much larger number of divestments in the merger of Albertsons and American Stores than had been anticipated by the organisations. In addition -and more significantly -the FTC's focus on effective divestiture led to them insisting on more "up front buyers" in consent decrees 2 . Such a policy shift in regulatory enforcement led to the collapse of the proposed Ahold acquisition of Pathmark at the end of 1999. Despite respondents agreeing to sell-off stores in catchments where there was overlap between the two firms to retain the concentration ratio, this was deemed insufficient. Wrigley (2001b) , in common with widespread legal interpretation (Balto, 2001; Baer and Redcay, 2001) , argues that this represented a landmark decision that would influence the economic geography of retail expansion as numerical parity was no longer the key, but instead the momentum and likely success of the divested stores were factored into the decision-making process. Such a perspective is supported by the former Director of the FTC, William Baer, who acknowledged in 2001 that:
FTC staff reportedly refused to approve because of concern that the buyer -unlike the current owner -was not part of a much larger and well funded parent organization. Specifically, the concern was that the larger organization might not be able to provide the level of support and to furnish access to customer and supplier relationships needed to maintain the same level of rivalry (Baer and Redcay, 2001 , p 1701).
Indeed, there followed a number of further regulatory interventions by the FTC, leading Wrigley (2001b, p 193) to argue that the shifts in regulatory interpretation and enforcement led to a stifling of merger activity for the foreseeable future as:
…in-market acquisition, which had provided the leading firms in the US industry with the most secure route to the extraction of the synergistic cost-saving benefits that had powered the consolidation wave, were effectively disallowed by the FTC's new stance on inadequate divestiture remedies and on the momentum of the acquiring firm.
THE EMERGING RETAIL GEOGRAPHY OF US FOOD RETAILING, 2002-2011
Many of the trends that Wrigley identified within the US food retail market through the late 1990s have intensified during the 2000s. That is to say, there has been an increasing concentration of "big" capital primarily through the market dominance of general merchandise-turned-food retailer, Walmart. The efficient business model and continued rapid spatial expansion of the operator has had the competitive effect of demanding scale and sourcing efficiencies of food retailers and led to further competitive shake-out across the sector. As such, there has been an increasing squeeze on those smaller operators lacking scale-related efficiencies or those that do not occupy a differentiated niche in the market. These pressures have affected both large operators with extensive geographic coverage but also regional players and often led them to reorganise via Chapter 11 bankruptcy protection or to be vulnerable to predation by acquirers that themselves enjoy strong balance sheets and a distinctive and sustainable position in the market. As the Financial Times summarised at the end of 2011, the competition for the "food dollar" became considerable:
The US supermarket sector is highly fragmented with only a few groups able to boast a broad national presence. Competition for customers is intensifying and profit margins are falling as non-grocers such as dollar stores, drug stores and mass-market discounters improve their range of groceries in an attempt to attract shoppers away from supermarkets (Jopson, 2011) .
The Walmart Challenge: Scale Requirements, the Spectre of Chapter 11 and Divestment
The nature of Walmart's expansion is at the heart of understanding the pressure within a post-2000 US food retail market. As acknowledged earlier, the previous round of industry consolidation was driven by market conditions, the deleveraging of the main players and the seemingly available synergistic benefits accessible through operational centralisation, as much as by an explicit competitive pressure from Walmart. As Wrigley argued a decade ago:
That shift [to a more centralised]… business model helped change the economics of acquisition and merger in the industry during the late 1990s -reinforcing the increasing attractions in what had become a low inflation environment of the relatively secure earnings growth that could be derived from the synergistic cost savings associated with mergers and acquisitions. And it was that…rather than any direct defensive response to the incursion of Walmart supercentres into the market of the major food retailers, which was the link between Walmart's entry into the industry and the consolidation activities of those leading firms (Wrigley, 2002a, p 73-4) .
However, the competitive conditions ramped up markedly as Wrigley's study left off. While Walmart has traditionally been dominant in "small town America" and often resisted in its advance into large urban environments -not least due to its perceived effects on communities, businesses, wider social capital as well as its hostility to unionisation (Halebsky, 2004; Irwin and Clark, 2006; Goetz and Rupasingha, 2006; Paruchuri et al., 2009; cf. Carden et al., 2009 ) -recent spatial analysis suggests that it already has a No. 1 market share in six metropolitan markets with populations of 1 million or more and a second place position in a further six urban markets (see Table   3 and 4). Econometric analysis confirms that the most contentious of Walmart's store formats, the supercenter, is increasing market concentration across the country (Martens, 2008) . Clearly such advance is aided by a retail real estate market that has high levels of availability and therefore relative low cost partly due to historically high levels of retail development but also increasingly down to the economic downturn that has seen numerous retailers failing or at the very least "right-sizing" their store portfolios for the new competitive conditions -something that contrasts with the situation in the spatially constrained UK where strategic food store development sites remain extremely valuable and sought after (cf. Reynolds, 2011, 2012) . In addition, other store formats have entered the food retail market to varying degrees which has deepened the pressure on conventional supermarket operators. Discount store retailers such as Target, as well as the so-called "dollar stores" (such as Dollar General and Family Dollar) have flexed their product ranges, while drug stores (such as CVS, Walgreens and Rite Aid), which offer convenient and accessible locations for customers, have ramped up their food offerings. This has led to a decline in the share of food sales that "traditional" food retailers account for: from 76% in 1999 to 67% in 2009. In contrast, the share that warehouse clubs/supercenters generate has increased from less than 6% in 1999, to over 18% only a decade later (see Figure 4) . Traditional convenience stores have also continued to expand their store networks to over 148,000 by 2012 -an increase of 12% in a decade and the equivalent of one store per every 2,100 people (NACS, 2012). Although many lacking market power (though the 7-Eleven chain is a notable exception), with 63% of the industry made up of single store operations, these businesses have enhanced their product offer to increasingly include food-to-go food services aligned with accessible locations and long opening hours. Amid this environment of intense competition and the search for efficiencies and market differentiation, competitive fall-out has been common. The most notable casualty was Albertsons, which had previously been the third largest US food retailer. In 2005 the retailer announced that it was effectively seeking a "white knight" or friendly investor only 7 years after effectively doubling in size with the 1998 acquisition of American Stores for $11.7bn 3 and only one year since acquiring Shaw's and Star Markets from UK food retailer Sainsbury's for $2.48 billion. It was eventually acquired by a consortium of retailers and financial backers for $17.4bn, chief amongst them Supervalu, the food retailer and wholesaler, which took possession of 1,126 of Albertsons' best-performing supermarkets across the US, including the Shaw's, Acme and Jewel names for $6.3bn in cash and shares and in the process acquiring $6.1bn of Albertsons' debt (Birchall, 2006) 4 . Meanwhile CVS acquired Albertsons' 700 drug stores. Despite the scale of the transaction, it was configured in such a way that no significant horizontal market overlap occurred and therefore the FTC did not require any divestiture.
Other operators similarly "caught in the middle" included Jacksonville-based Winn-Dixie Stores which states, roughly only 2% of the more than 15,000 stores it had once traded (Reuters, 2012) .
Meanwhile the performance of Dutch food operator, Ahold has stagnated within the US, partly due to the shockwaves emanating from a 2003 financial scandal relating to significant accounting irregularities (Wrigley and Currah, 2003; Clark et al., 2006) . While some of these problems stemmed from the retailer's Argentinian business (Wrigley and Currah, 2003) , in the US, the retailer was forced to restate more than $800 million in earnings from its US Foodservice operation after executives had inflated promotional rebates from suppliers -something that led the retailer to pay $1.1 billion to the Securities and Exchange Commission (SEC) to resolve shareholder lawsuits (Tse and Williams, 2007) . that 'the divestment will allow the Company to focus resources on its remaining retail growth businesses' (Ahold, 2006, p 7) .
Market concentration and market power
While a further increase in market concentration over the past decade may initially be seen as unremarkable given similar tendencies across other developed retail markets (Swinnen and Vandeplas, 2010) , the scale and rapid nature of the change in concentration levels is worthy of exploration. The 
Implications for domestic retailer strategic position and international entrants
The growing market power of the dominant food retailers has led the remaining food operators to reassess their own market positioning. Safeway has sought to differentiate itself as a higher end alternative to the discounters − in the process the retailer has dedicated high levels of capital expenditure to marketing and brand building. A key development for the retailer has been the development of the "Lifestyle" store format as a direct challenge to higher-end food operator, Whole
Foods stores and features sushi and olive bars, internal store remodels and in-store Starbucks concessions (Wall Street Journal, 2007) . Meanwhile, Ahold's remaining Stop & Shop and GiantLandover retail chains underwent a price re-positioning ("Value Improvement Program") which was publicly acknowledged to negatively affect gross margin 6 and introduced new branding, and store appearance. Meanwhile, between 2007-2010, the Giant Landover division pursued a three-year store remodelling programme (Ahold, 2007; . Similarly Kroger has focused on improving price competitiveness, and also dedicated up to 20% of its capital expenditure to logistics and technology upgrading (Kroger, 2010) .
For international retail entrants, the US food retail market has proven to be a difficult environment within which to develop a scalable business. While the trials of Dutch food operator, Ahold were discussed extensively earlier, UK food retailers have found US expansion problematic. At the time of (Lowe et al., 2012) . Although media speculation persists that
Tesco may divest its current 185 store portfolio given the slower than anticipated returns and opportunity cost of capital (Felsted, 2012) , the retailer suggests that many of the stores themselves are breaking-even so the likelihood of such action appears to have reduced. In contrast to these challenging cases, there are success stories relating to international entry and expansion in the US such as German discounter, Aldi which continues to grow given its well-defined low price, small format discount offer and also its differentiated, quirky Trader Joes speciality grocery store format (see Figure 3) . In addition, Belgian retailer, Delhaize continues to perform robustly, principally through its Food Giant chain with stores concentrated in the south-east of the US.
Implications for suppliers and labour
The influence of Walmart's highly efficient store and logistics operations have been matched -where appropriate − by its centralised sourcing operations as its competitive impact has affected not only traditional food retailers but also non-food specialists such as electrical retailers. As research focused on buyer-driven global commodity chains has underlined, global sourcing networks, particularly stretching into East Asia, have obtained reliable, high volume supplies of quality, low cost goods that have proved attractive in the price sensitive end of the US market 7 (Hamilton and Gereffi, 2009 ).
In common with many other developed retail markets, the increasing concentration of retailer power is progressively shifting the balance of power between retailers and manufacturers in the retailers' favour. The pressure especially from Walmart has led to a relentless search for scale and associated efficiencies throughout the value chain, thereby increasing pressure on suppliers. In the case of Walmart's sourcing, Mottner and Smith (2009) of their business channelled to the retailer (Berg and Roberts, 2012) . This is despite many of the suppliers concerned undergoing considerable increase in scale themselves over the past decadenotably in the Fast Moving Consumer Goods (FMCG) sector with the landmark acquisition by Proctor and Gamble of Gillette for $55bn widely regarded partly as a strategic response to the purchasing scale enjoyed by leading retailers (Politi and Grant, 2005) . In contrast, other suppliers such as
American consumer-goods company, Sara Lee have divested businesses such as its Household and Body Care and Fresh Bakery operations which might have been regarded as peripheral to its focus.
Such strategies exhibit an emphasis on the core competencies of the firm (cf. Prahalad and Hamel, 1990 ) and free-up greater resources to dedicate to the role of lead suppliers as 'category captains' in their relationships with large retailers (see Gooner et al., 2011) .
The imbalance of power is equally evident in the increasing supplier participation in retailer private label food product lines across the industry, which retail analysts, Planet Retail, forecast will increase at the Top 30 grocers by 40% to $209 billion by 2014, equating to 24.1% of the total grocery market (Chain Store Age 2010). The larger food retailers have increasingly pursued sophisticated private label strategies, first evident within the UK market with Tesco's "Value", "Own Label" and "Finest" offerings.
For example, Kroger operates such a "Good, Better, Best" brand strategy via its "Value", "Banner In each of the markets in which they overlap, Whole Foods and Wild Oats are each other's closest substitute and compete in quality and prices, according to the Commission. After the merger, Whole Foods likely would be able to raise prices unilaterally, to the detriment of customers of premium natural and organic supermarkets (FTC, 2007) .
Such interpretation of the product market had partial historic precedents in judgements within the US retail industry. Additional divestiture was ordered in American Stores' acquisition of Lucky Stores in 1988 when the State of California challenged the FTC's interpretation of the relevant product market to be broad and include groceries from a wide range of outlets (including mom-and-pop retail grocery stores, community grocery stores, and non-grocery outlets such as department stores and gas stations). Instead, the State of California successfully argued that the relevant product market was stores capable of offering a" one-stop shopping destination" − supermarkets defined as more than 10,000 sq ft. This was accepted and led to 161 stores being divested compared to the 31-37 that had previously been agreed with the FTC (Balto, 2001) . Similarly, the proposed merger in 1997 between the first and second largest US office superstore chains; Staples and Office Depot, was effectively killed off when the FTC defined office supply superstore as a separate product market, independent of all other forms of retail (Werden, 2000) . Such a view rested on econometric analysis suggesting that prices at Staples were higher in markets where office supply superstores faced little office superstore competition (see Baker and Pitofsky, 2007) . However, as Shugart (1998) notes, had the market included sales of office products at independent, mail order and discount retailers, then the Staples and Office Depot's combined market share would have represented a mere 5%.
Despite some precedents, the Whole Foods decision appeared an especially restrictive interpretation of a distinct product market given that organic and health foods could be purchased across a wide array of spatially proximate supermarkets, superstores, hypermarkets and supercenters, in addition to the specific "premium natural/organic supermarkets" (PNOS) category. A legal battle between the retailer, the FTC and the District Court was set in train when the District Court for the District of Columbia denied the FTC's request for a preliminary injunction related to the proposed merger.
Having considered evidence from the retailers concerned and their claims regarding customers' cross shopping between their high end stores and conventional food supermarkets, the Court for the District of Columbia concluded that "…the FTC has not met its burden to prove that 'premium natural and organic supermarkets' is the relevant product market in this case for antitrust purposes" (cited in Farrell and Shapiro, 2010, p 5) . In particular, the Court stated that:
[If] the relevant product market is, as the FTC alleges, a product market of "premium natural and organic supermarkets" consisting only of the two defendants and two other non-national firms, there can be little doubt that the acquisition of the second largest firm in the market by the largest firm in the market will tend to harm competition in that market. If, on the other hand, the defendants are merely differentiated firms operating within the larger relevant product market of "supermarkets," the proposed merger will not tend to harm competition. (cited in Farrell and Shapiro, 2010, p 5).
As Lambert (2008, p 25) put it, the District Court viewed "premium natural/organic supermarkets"
(PNOS) to actually be part of a wider supermarket sector with implied cross-shopping by consumers between them:
the district court concluded that Whole Foods and Wild Oats are not insulated from significant competition from conventional grocery store chains. Instead, they compete with conventional supermarkets and conventional supermarkets compete with them. When those other supermarkets are considered part of the relevant market, it becomes clear that the merger of two relatively small players in the much larger overall market would not give the combined firm the power to raise price and/or cut back on services, to the detriment of consumers. The district court therefore properly denied the FTC's motion for preliminary injunction.
The FTC appealed this decision and won a remand. After lengthy investigation (Pettit, 2009) Beyond the immediate implications for Whole Foods, it remained unclear whether the reductive market definition had set a precedent for the "premium natural/organic supermarkets" (PNOS) product market (Fricke, 2010) . As the Wall Street Journal suggested, 'it remains questionable whether it will have much impact on competition in the market for organic and natural foods − the original basis of the suit' (Martin, 2009) . Indeed, the question posed by Balto (2001, p 41) remains apposite, while retail formats change and develop, 'At what point do they become part of the relevant product market?' What the episode does underline however is that there certainly has been no return to the laissez-faire approach that typified the FTC's actions during the early 1990s when the "hands-off" fixit-first approach to merger resolution was increasingly regarded as ineffective and played a major facilitating role in re-making the economic geography of the US food market. Indeed, the Department of Justice's most recent Policy Guide to Merger Remedies (2011) has suggested that harsher resolutions may be on the horizon with increased scope for behavioural remedies to anti-competitive merger outcomes alongside the structural resolutions such as divestiture that are well established (Kwoka and Moss, 2011 ) -however, quite how behavioural remedies could be implemented into retail transactions remains unclear.
Beyond the immediate concerns with this specific instance of competition policy enforcement, it is clear that despite the FTC adopting a more responsive stance to rulings concerning retail horizontal market overlap in merger and acquisition activity, it has failed to prevent the market concentration within a food retail sector where the top two retailers are responsible for in excess of 42% of sales (as detailed in Table 5 ). In common with the situation in the UK, competition policy has been curiously blind to concentration that occurs as a result of organic development 9 . Furthermore, one could speculate that the FTC has failed to consider the implications of increasing market power leveraged by retailers for suppliers and manufacturers. Surprisingly, in 2005 the former FTC Chairman, Timothy
Muris asserted an extremely restrictive view of market power:
Market power, of course, exists only at the horizontal level. Only actual and potential rivals can constrain those who seek to exercise market power (Muris, 2005, p 841 ; see also Steiner, 2011) .
Finally, given that market definition within retail competition rulings remain a central concern, it will be intriguing to observe how the increasing penetration of online sales will affect the identification and delineation of markets in horizontal mergers. It is unlikely to be as easy to identify and isolate discrete product markets. As An et al. (2010, p 2) note, 'One complication is the question of the relevant number of competitors, including whether online and traditional retailers selling similar products are in the same product market'. Within product markets where online claims a high proportion of sales, it may be increasingly difficult to legitimately assert that online and offline markets are separate anti-trust markets.
CONCLUSIONS: REFLECTING ON THE THEMATIC LEGACIES FOR ECONOMIC GEOGRAPHY
The flow of outputs related to Wrigley's analysis of the changing economic geography of the US food retail market have provided clear insights to a specific region's economic geography, but more widely developed under-researched themes within the discipline that have since become key areas of focus in the decade since. To conclude, I briefly identify these themes and set them in their contemporary context.
Linking firm finance and the geography of the retail organisation
Wrigley's linking of the role of firm finance and capital structure in partly determining the economic geography of retailing have important implications for studies specifically focused on understanding strategy at the firm and industry level (O'Neill, 2001; Pollard, 2003) , the relationship with investors (Wray, 2012; Wrigley and Currah, 2003) and also funding strategy in the context of wider financial geography scholarship (Dixon, 2011) . Subsequent work focused on retail TNCs has underlined how the ability to raise finance is, in turn, linked within the institutional context and the specific varieties of capitalism within which it is located (Okeahalam and Wood, 2009; cf. Clark and Wójcik, 2007; Whitley, 2001) . Meanwhile, other research has explored how divestiture driven by constrained capital can itself be strategic in nature if implemented intelligently (Palmer and Quinn, 2007) . More widely, Wrigley's focus on the implications of constrained capital structure and spatial rationalisation has identified the potential effects of decreased retail investment within some retail catchments. In the context of debt burdens from the LBO period, he noted the effects for US food retailing:
An important spatial consequence of attempting to spread such limited capital expenditure over large store networks was that certain markets in the United States became deprived of investment and suffered deterioration in their store base (Wrigley, 1999b, p 202) .
These concerns have led to recent scholarship emphasising a social justice concern with 'food deserts'.
In particular, research that has explored the 'before and after' effects of new store development on consumer diet (e.g. Cummins et al., 2005; Wrigley, 2002c; have influenced the highest levels of government both in the UK and US (e.g. United States Department of Agriculture, 2009), emphasising a concern for policy relevant economic geography research (Wrigley, 2011) . More work needs to be undertaken concerning the geographies of food retail provision: in surveying the research on this issue, Dawson et al. (2008, p 894) note that all too often 'survey results appear contradictory, anecdotal or [are] misinterpreted'.
The role of the regulatory state and corporate response
Wrigley's research placed considerable importance on the role of market rules in affecting the direction of investment and ultimately spatial outcomes. While such issues had previously been discussed within economic geography to some extent (cf. Christopherson, 1993) , the detailed tracing of their dynamic change over time, the narratives flowing between regulator and firm, and the implications that this has for corporate strategy and investment has contributed to a rich understanding within the discipline. Such themes have been evident in subsequent work that has analysed the implications for subsequent consolidation activity within food retailing. In a UK context, Wrigley (2002b) noted that the new market entrant (at the time), Walmart would have limited merger and acquisition expansion opportunities due to competition regulation. Such forecasts proved to be correct in 2004 when struggling UK food retailer, Safeway, was acquired by fourth-placed operator, Morrisons, largely due to the local geographies of retailer store portfolios making regulatory intervention inevitable if an outright purchase was attempted by one of larger players (see Poole et al., 2002a; cf. Poole et al., 2002b; .
In addition, work has developed that has better conceptualised the implications of market regulation for international retail expansion, particularly in terms of host market governance in managing the politically charged impact of foreign entrants on indigenous operators (Franz, 2010; Mutebi, 2007; Reardon and Hopkins, 2006) . Meanwhile, land use planning within certain domestic markets has been related to adaptive retailer responses and corporate coping strategies (Guy and Bennison, 2007; Wood et al., 2006; -something increasingly necessary in understanding the implications of changing rules. Indeed, when contrasting the regulatory frameworks in operation between the UK and US in the mid-1990s, Wrigley (1997a) noted the lack of attention to local markets as:
Essentially, the United Kingdom has not operated a policy of local competition regulation aimed at mitigating the monopolistic potential of such mergers and strengthening the competitive process within local markets. UK competition law and regulatory practice has, in effect, been curiously blind to geography (Wrigley, 1997a (Wrigley, , p 1151 ).
Inevitably such oversights were subsequently challenged and the outcome of a Competition
Commission Inquiry was a proposed Local Competition Test that, when implemented, will require a thorough spatial analysis from geographers (Hughes et al., 2009) . Such practical application of research underlines the importance of economic geography retaining a concern with issues of market regulation and spatial outcomes, not least given the politically charged nature of retail power and food provision that have clear implications for economic growth and arguably social justice.
